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In late November, President Ernesto Samper's government announced plans to sell off a slew of
state firms during the next four years, marking an acceleration of Colombia's privatization program.
Under former president Cesar Gaviria, Colombia initiated a process of structural reforms to reduce
the public sector and roll back state intervention in the economy. The previous government laid
off about 20,000 civil servants, and either fully or partially privatized dozens of state companies
and services. When President Samper took office in August, he promised to slow the structural
adjustment program to ease the social costs of reform, including taking a much more cautious
approach to privatization in the future.
Among other things, Samper said he would limit the sale of state businesses only to those firms
that are unprofitable or clearly inefficient, and he would not even consider selling off the huge
state oil company Ecopetrol. Nevertheless, at the end of November the Samper administration
announced plans to privatize dozens of small and large state firms that were not sold by the
previous government, in effect marking an acceleration of the privatization program. In addition,
the government says it will award contracts to private investors to run services now operated by
the state. Among the companies to go on the auction bloc are three state banks (including Banco de
Estado and Banco Popular), eight electric plants, 10 manufacturing companies, and three hotels.
In addition, the government will privatize long distance telephone services, and will sell minority
stakes in the coal company Carbones de Colombia and the nickel mine Cerromatoso. The
privatizations, which will take place from 1995 to 1998, are expected to generate about US$3.5 billion
in revenue for the government, equal to about 1% of the country's gross domestic product. "I can
confirm that the companies will be privatized," said Finance Minister Guillermo Perry in a press
conference on November 27. "We will soon present a bill to Congress to bring about the plan."
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